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Abstract: Public sector organizations face regular turnover in top leadership positions. Yet little is known about 
how such changes affect staff attitudes. The authors argue that top leader succession may influence staff attitudes, 
particularly when new leaders are “outsiders” and/or subordinates interact regularly with their leaders. Using a unique 
two-wave survey conducted within the European Commission in 2008 and 2014, this analysis tests these propositions 
by studying the same individuals before and after shifts in top political (commissioner) and administrative (director-
general) positions. The study shows that leadership succession can trigger meaningful shifts in subordinates’ stated 
attitudes regarding the European Commission’s supranational identity. These findings are important because staff 
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between	leadership	succession	in	top	political	positions	of	the	Figure 1 Graphical Illustration of Empirical Method





































































All Perfect Matches (1) Frequent Contact (2) Infrequent Contact (3) All Perfect Matches (4)
Leader change - - - -
Wave2014 0.067 (0.92) 0.070 0.014 0.066
(0.71) (0.15) (0.94)
Leader change * Wave2014 0.212 (1.33) 0.597 *** −0.214 −0.115
(3.18) (−0.96) (−0.61)
N 317 126 191 317
R2 0.024 0.203 0.013 0.011
Leader change FROM EU-critical country — — — —
Leader change TO EU-critical country — — — —
Wave2014 0.041 (0.52) 0.113 (0.99) 0.000 (0.00) 0.061 (0.81)
Leader change FROM EU-critical country * Wave2014 0.293 (1.54) 0.505 ** (2.05) −0.150 (−0.63) −0.061 (−0.20)
Leader change TO EU-critical country * Wave2014 −0.099 (−0.33) −0.779 ** (−2.22) 0.272 0.131 (0.56)
N 317 126 191 317
R2 0.027 0.208 0.014 0.012
Notes: The dependent variable is “European Commission role in Europe,” which represents respondents’ views about the College of Commissioners—rather than 
the member states or the European Parliament—being the key player in the EU. Answers are recorded on a scale ranging from 1 (“strongly agree”) to 5 (“strongly 
disagree”). “Leader change” equals −1 for respondents in DGs in which the top political (commissioner) or administrative (director-general) leader in 2014 came from 
an EU-critical country, while this was not the case in 2008. It is coded 1 if the top political or administrative leader in 2008 came from an EU-critical country, while this 
was not the case in 2014 (and 0 in all other instances). “Wave2014” is an indicator variable equal to 1 for the second wave of the survey in 2014 (0 for the first wave in 
2008). “Leader change TO EU-critical country” equals 1 for respondents in DGs in which the top political or administrative leader in 2014 came from an EU-critical coun-
try, while this was not the case in 2008. “Leader change FROM EU-critical country” equals 1 for respondents in DGs in which the top political or administrative leader in 
2008 came from an EU-critical country, while this was not the case in 2014. “Frequent contact” refers to respondents who are in contact with the commissioner of their 
DG more than once a year (0 otherwise), while less frequent contact is defined as “infrequent contact.” The t-values are based on heteroscedasticity-consistent standard 
errors between brackets.
***p < .01; **p < .05; *p < .1.
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